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NUEVO MEXICANOS AND THE WAR OF 1898

GRAEME S. MOUNT

[1898], the United States was compelled
to wage war [against Spain]. ... New Mexico bore no unimportant
part; her sons responded to the president's call for volunteers with
an alacrity not equalled in any other section of the country.
WITHIN THE PAST YEAR

Message of Gov. Miguel A. Otero to the
33rd Legislative Assembly of New Mexico,
16 January 1899. 1
The people of New Mexico have always had a soft spot for Spain,
for which they feel an affectionate reverence.
Toast of New Mexican Lt. Gov.
Ezequiel C. de Baca, on the occasion of a visit
by Spanish diplomat Juan Riaiio, Spanish minister
in Washington, to Santa Fe in 1913. 2
The sons of New Mexico, like a single man, arose and said: "We are
the descendants of Spaniards, it is true, but we owe our allegiance
to one flag and one government. Therefore, in this war as in others,
we shall support our government and we shall defend the flag." The
sons of New Mexico marched to the front, and from Cuba to the
Philippines the blood of the sons of New Mexico was shed in defense
of the flag and for the honor of our nation.
.
Campaign speech of successful Republican
gubernatorial candidate Octaviano Larrazolo, 1918. 3

There is no shortage of literature on the Spanish-American War,
whether by participants, contemporary observers, or historians of
later generations. 4 New Mexico's part in that war, particularly through
0028-6206/83/1000-0381 $1. 60
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the Rough Riders or First United States Volunteer Cavalry, has
also attracted attention. 5 However, there is an absence of scholarly
study of Nuevo Mexicanos (Hispanic New Mexicans) and the way
they reacted to the military campaign in 1898. Did these sons of
America want to oust the European master, Spain, from one of his
last strongholds in this hemisphere? Or, did these conquered and
unassimilated people sympathize with yet another group of Spanish-speaking people forced to challenge the military might of the
United States?
It is not easy to determine reactions of Nuevo Mexicanos to the
Spanish-American War because they have left limited written evidence and were rather heterogeneous. Nor were the values of the
Hispanics of northern New Mexico (from Bernalillo County to the
Colorado border), descendants of Spaniards and Mexicans who had
moved to the region before 1846, necessarily similar to those of
more recent arrivals from Mexico. Lacking statehood, New Mexico
lacked senators in Washington, and the New Mexican observer in
the House of Representatives was an Anglo. Moreover, when New
Mexicans voted in 1898 and 1900, President William McKinley's
foreign policy, American expansionism, and the war in the Philippines were not the only issues. Personalities, monetization of
silver, and traditional political allegiances were also important.
Nor can one assume that Nuevo Mexicanos necessarily shared
the opinions of other Hispanos in the United States. One scholar
has found that conquered Tejanos were considerably more resentful
of United States rule than were Nuevo Mexicanos. Until 1846, says
Robert Rosenbaum, the Rio Grande was a unifying force among
the many towns along its banks. Suddenly it became an international boundary, to be crossed only under controlled conditions.
No longer could a person take a gift to a relative on the other side
or sell his produce there without permission from a customs officer.
There was no such problem in New Mexico. 6
It is safe to conclude, however, that with some notable exceptions, New Mexico's Hispanic residents tended to be neutral during
the 1898 war, either through an indifference bred in isolation from
conflict or through a sense of divided loyalty. When the country
of their ancestors, Spain, was fighting the nation where they lived,
it must have been no easy matter to choose sides. On the basis of
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the documentary evidence, it appears that few made a decisive
decision.
Still, from the outset New Mexico's Hispanic elite-prominent
and influential leaders in politics and public administration, business, and journalism-was more supportive of the war effort than
were the rank and file. Some were sufficiently sophisticated that
they could see the conflict as one of tyranny versus freedom rather
than as one of Spain versus the United States. Because their families
had lived in the New World for generations, these Hispanics had
more personal contacts in the United States than in Spain; and
because they had been successful, they tended to think well of the
United States. Few people of influence actively opposed the American war effort, let alone endeavored to frustrate it. At most, before
the fighting started, certain ones expressed doubts whether a war
for the liberation of Cuba was really necessary or desirable. Once
the United States was at war, however, they silenced their doubts.
How many Nuevo Mexicanos belonged to the elite in 1898?
According to the Census of 1900, New Mexico had 53,931 whites
of Spanish background born in the Un:ited States but who could
not speak English. This group constituted 51.1 percent of the American-born, Hispanic population of New Mexico. 7 Bilingualism and
literacy in English and Spanish were necessary tickets for admission
to the elite by 1900, and most influential people were residents of
Las Vegas in San Miguel County, Santa Fe in Santa Fe County,
Albuquerque in Bernalillo, and Las Cruces in DoiiaAna. Influential
members of the elite were, because of prevailing mores, male and
adult and over the age of twenty-one. The number of United Statesborn, literate (in English, Spanish, or both) white males twentyone years of age and older in those four counties in 1900 was
12,456. 8 Some of these 12,456 were Anglos, some were senior
citizens, and others were too young to have become influential.
Yet others, given human nature and the composition of society,
were followers rather than leaders. Society can absorb only a finite
number of editors, lawyers, administrators, and men who own their
businesses. Even if one were to include wives and children of
influential males as members of the elite-and many Hispanos had
large families-it is probable that fewer than 10 percent of New
Mexico's 105,548 Hispanic residents of 1900 belonged to the elite.
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One elitist Hispanic who wholeheartedly supported the American war effort was Gov. MiguelA. Otero (1897-1906). Responsible
for recruiting troops within New Mexico, he worked enthusiastically to discharge that obligation. The son of an Anglo mother, and
himself a man who had received most of his formal education outside New Mexico,9 Otero was hardly typical of most Hispanics. Nor
was he dependent upon them. An appointee of President McKinley
and not an elected official, Otero was primarily responsible to the
president, not to New Mexican voters. Nevertheless, in pursuit of
his war policy, Otero encountered little, if any, opposition from
Hispanos, nor with benefit of hindsight did he recall significant
opposition. At a later date, when he was running for public office
and needed Hispanic votes, he listed among his achievements the
organizational work he had undertaken during the Spanish-American War. 10 His memoirs indicate that he was proud of what he had
done,l1 and he considered his activities assets, not liabilities.
From the beginning of the war of 1898, Otero favored the expansion of the United States. In May 1898, when the conflict against
Spain was underway, he wrote:
There is no doubt ... but what Spanish blood courses through
the veins of many an American citizen to-day, but I do not believe
that that fact should justify an American citizen in upholding the
actions of Spain.
It is true also that Spanish blood courses through the veins of the
Cubans as well as the insurgents in the Philippines, but this is a
war against the inhuman treatment accorded them by the Spanish
government. 12

In the aftermath of the war of 1898, Otero defended the right of
the United States to expand into other islands of the Pacific. During
the election campaign of 1900, when the United States was consolidating its hold in one of the fruits of the Spanish-American War
by fighting Filipino insurgents who wanted independence, imperialism-the expansion of the United States into territory inhabited
by alien peoples-was an issue in New Mexico as elsewhere in the
United States. 13 Otero commented:
Imperialism is one of the main issues of the campaign. I regard
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it as too silly to answer when speaking to an intelligent audience.
Anti-expansionism is equally as silly.... Gentlemen, I believe that
whenever our flag has been set in glory and honor it should never
be removed so long as Americans are on guard. . . .

To Otero, the flag of the United States was "a symbol at once of
power and justice, of commerce and Christianity. "14
Another member of the Nuevo Mexicano elite to gain fame because of his war efforts was Maximiliano Luna. His family had lived
in New Mexico since the sixteenth century, and while his father
served as New Mexico's nonvoting delegate to the House of Representatives, he attended Georgetown University in the District of
Columbia. After graduation and before enlistment in the Rough
Riders, Luna won election to New Mexico's Territorial Legislature
and served as sheriff of Valencia County. Later, Luna fought on
behalf of the United States, first in Cuba during the Spanish-American War and then in the Philippines, where he lost his life. Praised
by Theodore Roosevelt, Luna wanted to fight "as a representative
of his race, for he was the only man of pure Spanish blood who
bore a commission in the army, and he demanded the privilege of
proving that his people were precisely as loyal Americans as any
others. "15
Nor were Otero and Luna out of touch with other members of
the elite. To demonstrate their support for the American war effort,
prominent Nuevo Mexicanos staged a rally in Santa Fe. 16 From the
office of the superintendent of education in Santa Fe, Manuel C.
de Baca wrote the governor in support of a scheme to have school
children contribute money to replace the battleship Maine, which
had exploded in Havana harbor. J7
A study of the press also reveals considerable support from influential Nuevo Mexicanos for the war. Admittedly, newspapers do
not necessarily represent the views of all their readers, or even of
all their employees, but they do indicate the views of some influential people of the time. Thanks to schools established and maintained by the churches, there was an upsurge ofliteracy in Spanish
among Hispanic New Mexicans by the 1890s,18 and an increase in
the number ofSpanish'-language newspapers. Some were but Spanish-language sections of Anglo-dominated newspapers, 19 and some

"
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Captain Maximiliano Luna. University of New Mexico Library, Special Collections
Department.
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were highly partisan. An example of this partisanship was the El
lndependiente of Las Vegas, whose editor, Manuel C. de Baca, was
an active Republican politician. In March 1895, El Independiente
argued that Hispanics could hardly vote for the Democrats. After
all, a Democratic president, James Knox Polk, had waged an unjust
war against Mexico (1846-48) and through aggression had detached
New Mexico and other parts of the American Southwest from Mexico. 20 Mter the outbreak of the Spanish-American War, El Independiente defended the American seizure of Puerto Rico and, the
Philippines from Spain in 1898, justified the subsequent American
war against Filipino insurgents who wanted their independence,
and advocated American annexation of even more of Mexico and
of Canada toO!21 Perhaps the values of El Independiente, like those
of so many other Americans, English- as well as Spanish-speaking,
changed during the war. Expansionist actions, such as the annex~
ationof the Philippines and the annexation of American Sall1oa,
which would have been inconceivable before the war, became government policy and reality during and after the war. Conver~ely,
through partisan zeal the editors may have decided that Democratled expansion was bad, while Republican expansion was admirable.
Some Democratic newspapers modified their positions as the
war developed. Before the outbreak of hostilities, La Voz del Pu!e,blo
in East Las Vegas thought that Spain was receiving more adv,~rse
publicity than it deserved,22 and questioned whether Cubans were
capable of self-government. 23 But with the declaration of war, La
Voi del Pueblo swung into line behind the national war effort. 24
Another newspaper, El Labrador of Las Cruces, had actually credited government forces in Cuba with "a brilliant defense" against
the rebels in January 1898;25 but after the war had started, it headlined the fall of Santiago as "good news" (buenas noticias). Such a
transformation was not unique to New Mexico and its Spanishlanguage press. The New Orleans Picayune thought the war "quixotic and unnecessary," but once hostilities were under way, it urged
patriotic Americans to be supportive. 26
Nevertheless, less influential, less afHuent, and less prominent
Nuevo Mexicanos appear to have been less supportive of the war
effort than were their leaders. To gauge how they felt about the
war, one must examine the rate at which they mustered into the

.... ;
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armed forces for war duty, the comments others made about their
support for the war effort and Hispanic replies to those comments,
the flow of mail to the governor on war-related matters, and the
postwar voting record of Hispanic New Mexicans.
Across the United States, volunteers mustered in large numbers
to fight against Spain. Concerning these volunteers, Russell A.
Alger, secretary of war, wrote:
Thousands of men offered to enlist before the formal declaration
of hostilities. War was declared April 21, 1898. Under authority of
act of Congress, on April 23d the President issued a call for 125,000
volunteers. Within twenty-four hours the nation was aflame. Tenders
of service came by the hundreds of thousands. It is safe to say that
a million men offered themselves where 125,000 had been called.
It is equally safe to add that the administration was as overwhelmed
by offers to meet the second call, issued May 25, 1898, for 75,000
men. It was the apotheosis of patriotism. 27
The enlisted included American men of all categories-men of
wealth, prominence, and education; blue collar workers, from carpenters to cowboys; athletes; residents of all parts of the United
States, including men from long-established families and many
immigrants; whites, blacks, and Hispanos. 28 (The sole battle casualty from Louisiana, for example, was a Hispano. 29) One historian
has written recently that Americans were not as willing to volunteer
for military duty during peacetime as they were for the SpanishAmerican War and that, given the rapid course of events, many of
the men received inadequate training. Across the country, logistical
problems and shortages of supplies plagued leaders, but recruitment for the Spanish-American War was not a problem. 30
Although Hispanos constituted a majority of the population of
New Mexico, 105,548 out of 195,310 in the census of 1900, they
did not muster into the services in significant numbers. Of the 340
who supplied the New Mexican quota for the United States Volunteer Cavalry, better known as the "Rough Riders," barely a dozen
had Spanish surnames. 31 This small number was a far cry from
Governor Otero's stated goal of "a full regiment of Cavalry, ninetyfive per cent Spanish-speaking. "32 Maximiliano Luna, the one captain of Spanish background, fought very well in Cuba,33 then went
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to fight insurgents in the Philippines. However, he attracted only
one Nuevo Mexicano, Sgt. George Armijo ofAlbuquerque, into his
company. Luna's Company F consisted of 125 men, all but twentytwo of whom came from New Mexico. 34 The story was similar with
regard to the United States Volunteer Infantry, recruited later in
the war and still training in Arizona when hostilities ended. Of the
412 enlisted men (excluding officers) from New Mexico, barely 6
percent had Spanish surnames. All but three of the men with
Spanish surnames came from companies mustered in Las Vegas
and Santa Fe. 35
Moreover, Hispanos did not try as diligently as other New Mexicans to enlist, for correspondence with the office of Governor Otero
indicates that most people interested in participation were Anglos. 36
From Albuquerque one correspondent complained to the governor:
"No natives [Hispanics] seem to want to go in this county."37 The
only high-ranking Hispanic officer was the governor's brother, P.
B. Otero, first lieutenant of Company C (there were four companies). One plan to fill Company B entirely with Hispanos did not
have much success. 38
One authority on Anglo-Hispano conflict throughout the lands
acquired from Mexico by the United States sees most nineteenthcentury Nuevo Mexicanos as peasants, too absorbed in their daily
survival to concern themselves with matters such as nationality and
international affairs. Nuevo Mexicano ties to Mexico had been weak
before 1846; their links with Spain must have been weaker; and
many had not yet begun to see themselves as loyal citizens of the
United States. Robert Rosenbaum says:
In the absence of nationalism, mexicano attachments formed around
region, race, religion, language, and custom
Mexicanos cer39
tainly formed strong unions around these factors
People with such values could hardly feel an obligation to volunteer
for war against any foreign enemy, let a~one a Hispanic one.
Anglo criticism was particularly strong in connection with Mexican emigres in southern New Mexico. One C. M. Wingfield of
Tularosa complained to Governor Otero that "at least three fourths
of the natives sympathze [sic] with Spain and express themselves
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openly.
. "40 A. C. Emery of Albuquerque offered his services as
a spy along the Rio Grande
where you know as well as I that a man is needed . . . to watch
those that are favorable to the Spanish cause and you know there
are plenty of them along the border. 41
Governor Otero was sufficiently concerned about reports of"people
in favor of Spain" around Tularosa that he asked one observer, J.
M. Prude, for a "list of the names of the parties who are causing
the trouble in this direction in this locality. . . ." He also advised
Prude to inform the local sheriff. 42 On another front, the New York
Times failed to distinguish between Hispanics and Mexican emigres:
Reports from New Mexico are to the effect that, as a rule, the
Spanish-speaking part of the population has given all its sympathy
to Spain during the whole course of the war now provisionally closed,
and has demonstrated, as freely as its members dared, a deep hostility to American ideas and American policies. There have been,
indeed, not a few notable exceptions to this rule among the better
educated and more intelligent "Mexicans." ... The trouble with
these disaffected, semi-traitorous citizens is that they have been
allowed to attend schools in which only the Spanish language was
spoken, and that their natural inclination to keep aloof from influences which seemed alien have been perpetuated and fostered.... 43
These charges hit some raw nerves. For example, most Roman
Catholics thought themselves as patriotic as Protestants. The Roman Catholic Church did not have as much to gain as did Protestants-who hoped to send missionaries to Cuba, where Spain
had not allowed them to proselytize. Yet, throughout the United
States, Roman Catholics had become supporters of the war effort. 44
One Roman Catholic priest in New Mexico, Father John Roux of
Santa Cruz de la Canada, vehemently denied charges that his parish
was openly supportive of the Spanish cause, and he indignantly
insisted that he and his people were 100 percent American. 45 Spanish-language newspapers also defended the loyalty of Hispanic
Americans. El Labrador of Las Cruces angrily denied a charge in
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the Silver City Enterprise that Nuevo Mexicanos were less than
patriotic. The critic, writing under the pseudonym "American,"
. had criticized the enlistment rate of Hispanos and quoted one
Isidoro Armijo, who reportedly had expressed the hope that the
Spaniards would kill Maximiliano Luna "and all the New Mexicans
who were participating in the war against Spain." El Labrador
argued that Hispanos had enlisted in greater numbers than indicated by "American" and said that Armijo, who was as loyal and
patriotic as the majority of Hispanos, emphatically denied the words
attributed to him. 46 La Voz del Pueblo (East Las Vegas) defended
its right to freedom of expression before the declaration of war but
said that the United States was the only country Hispanics had
ever known and that they would be loyal to it. 47
From Las Vegas, the Republican El Independiente also addressed
the problem of the low rate of Hispanic enlistments. In a front
page editorial of 12 May 1898, El Independiente denied that Hispanic sympathy for Spain or lack of fidl2)lity to the United States
was a significant factor. Hispanos were not cowardly. Rather, young
Nuevo Mexicanos lacked the personal connections needed for entry
into the limited spaces available, and since few Hispanics were
cowboys they lacked the skills required for enlistment in the Rough
Riders.
Another indicator of Nuevo Mexicano attitudes is Governor
Otero's mail, which seems to reveal a sense of Hispanic detachment
from the conHict. The territorial archives of New Mexico reveal
that before and during the Spanish-American War the governor
did not receive a single letter written in Spanish about the war.
While Nuevo Mexicanos corresponded in Spanish with Governor
Otero on other matters, the few. who bothered to discuss the war
did so in English. This may indicate how Americanized these correspondents had become. For example, Robert Estes and Antonio
Cajal wrote from Raton on 4 May 1898
as true patriots of the U.S. to allow us permition [sic] and authority
to organize a company of Mexicans ... as a home guard melicia
[sic] to prevent all deprivations [sic] that may break out against the
U. S. settlers ·of our county and naboring [sic] counties....
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Otero refused them on the grounds that he had authority to raise
only a limited number of companies and these had already been
raised. 48 Also on 4 May, George Sena of Lincoln wrote to say that
"We have started a company of volunteers" for Cuban duty, with
himself as captain. The governor threw cold water onto his efforts,
for the same reason. 49 Anglos wrote in much greater numbers to
volunteer for Cuban duty, to request commissions, and to lobby
on behalf of others for commissions. 50
There were reasons other than indifference why Hispanos did
not serve. Language was a problem. As late as 1917, when the
introduction of compulsory military service left no alternative to
enlistment, some Hispanos found their lack of English an obstacle
to service. In view of the large number of Nuevo Mexicanos who
did not speak English, this must have been a factor in 1898. In
addition, Hispanics did not have the incentive of many immigrants-a hope that through enlistment they might gain citizenship
and establish themselves rather quickly as Americans. Moreover,
according to Governor Otero's memoirs, 500 Hispanics from Taos
did volunteer their services, 51 but their services evidently were
not needed.
Another factor inhibiting enlistment may have been the legacy
of resentment against Americans and the United States as a result
of the conquest of 1846. In Rosenbaum's words, "most mexicanos
in the United States lost the freedom to live the way they wanted
to live during the nineteenth century. "5Z There had been considerable Anglo- Hispano violence in conquered New Mexico, dating
back to the assassination of Gov. Charles Bent in 1847. More violence ensued when new Anglo arrivals purchased land, which longestablished Hispanic residents thought was theirs. Land was one
of the principal reasons for conflict.
.
Although Hispanics seemed to have several reaSons for not supporting the United States, the election returns of 1898 indicate
that indifference to the war was stronger than hostility. Hispanos
certainly did not punish President McKinley's Republican administration for waging war. They were not sufficiently angry, for example, with the Republicans to vote for Harvey Fergusson, the
Democrat serving as New Mexico's nonvoting observer in the House
of Representatives; he lost his bid for re-election in November

MOUNT: WAR OF 1898

393

didate, swept the counties where the Hispanic vote was significant.
Across the United States, Republicans fared better than might
normally have been expected in the off-year elections, despite
Democratic attempts to exploit Republican mishandling of the supply and logistical problems connected with the war. 53 Within New
Mexico, tariff protection for sheep farmers and other duties related
to the Dingley tariff of 1897, the incumbency of a Republican
president in Washington, the monetization of silver, the personality
of Perea, and the war against Spain were issues in 1898. 54 If the
first four were advantageous to the Republican cause, the last was
not a liability. The fact that Perea was Hispanic appears but a
marginal factor. In 1900, when the issues were similar, county-bycounty results were also similar; and this happened although the
Republican candidate of 1900 was an Anglo, Judge B. S. Rodey,
while the Democrats were offering a Hispano, Octaviano Larrazolo.
In some ways, Nuevo Mexicanos responded to the SpanishAmerican War as did other Americans. Some with experience outside New Mexico tended to be supportive, as were most voters
elsewhere. In New Mexico-like in other parts of the United Statespeople did not want to fight Spain in 1898, but many others did.
New Mexican voters, like millions of other American voters, voted
Republican in 1898 and 1900, partly because some approved of the
McKinley administration's handling of the war, partly because some
had other priorities.
Yet there were obvious differences. While the Roman Catholics
in New Mexico, like the Roman Catholics elsewhere in the United
States, raised few objections to the war, the Protestant crusade
against Spain was weaker among Nuevo Mexicanos than among
other Americans. In addition, the number of Nuevo Mexicanos
who paid much attention to foreign affairs and wanted to participate
was definitely less than among Americans as a whole.
In short, the United States could afford to confront Spain in 1898
without fear of subversion on the part of Nuevo Mexicanos. While
key members of the Hispanic community supported the war effort,
few Hispanics had strong convictions to the contrary. Clearly, Nuevo
Mexicanos were not a fifth column. Some considered themselves
patriotic Americans, while others had higher priorities than the
war effort.
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